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Early childhood education at the crossroads
Australia is at a crossroads when it comes to early childhood care and education services. In a new
review of education released by ACER on 15 November the provision of early childhood care and
education services in this country is described as insufficient, fragmented, under funded and
inconsistent.
There is no universal planned, systematic provision; rather, services have developed in an ad hoc
way with a largely two-tiered but multi-dimensional system of ‘care’ and ‘education’ with blurring
of boundaries in some areas. The result is a fragmented early childhood sector with a patchwork of
services, little agreement on service types, functions or terminology and a ‘mishmash’ of funding
and regulations.
Early Childhood Education: Pathways to quality and equity for all children by Dr Alison Elliott and
published by ACER as Australian Education Review 50, calls for a coherent, long-term national
action plan and timeline to develop and implement an integrated, well-funded, regulated and
managed system of early childhood education and care with clear goals, priorities and outcomes.
The review describes the current provision of early childhood services in Australia and examines
relevant policy. It also provides an overview of the early childhood education research, in Australia
and internationally, and uses this body of work to identify and illuminate the central issues.
According to Dr Elliott, despite plenty of evidence showing the benefits of early childhood
education, many children have a mediocre experience of early childhood education while others
miss out altogether. Issues of supply, accessibility, affordability, funding, staffing and quality have
remained volatile and unresolved for over two decades.
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“What becomes apparent from the research and policy analysis work in the early childhood arena
is that there is a strong evidence base about what works, but that improving access and quality
requires both vision and commitment backed by policy and resources,” Dr Elliott says.
“It is time to commit to national professional standards and guidelines, professional training, and
good salaries and working conditions in the hope of securing the quality of early childhood
educators in the decades ahead.”
Alison Elliott is Director of the Early Childhood Research Program at ACER and Adjunct Professor of
Education at the University of Canberra.
Australian Education Review number 50, Early Childhood Education: Pathways to quality and
equity for all children, by Dr Alison Elliott with a foreword by Professor Alan Hayes, Director,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, is available for download from the ACER website. Print
copies can be purchased from ACER Press. Contact customer service on (03) 9277 5447 or shop
online.
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Training and employment participation
Employment participation is central to two critical problems presently facing Australia, according to
a presentation by Michael Keating at the Monash University-ACER Centre for the Economics of
Education and Training (CEET) Conference in Melbourne on 3 November. Michael Keating AC is
from the ANU and is Chairman of the NSW Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal.
The first problem is the severe structural mismatch in the labour market, with employers reporting
that they cannot find workers with the skills they need, while at the same time many people of
working age report that they cannot find work, or cannot find as much work as they would like, or
are working in jobs for which they are over-qualified.
The second problem is the ageing of the population, which has been projected to result in a gap
between government expenditure and revenue equivalent to 5% of GDP for the Commonwealth
and another 4% of GDP for the States over the next 40 years.
In the last forty years, male workforce participation has fallen from 84% to 72%. Most of this drop
was for males aged 35-54. The employment participation of older males has fallen even further,
but this is less significant as there are few men in the older age group. While employment
participation by women has been increasing over the last 40 years, it is still well below the rate for
men, and lower than that in many other developed countries. Much of the job creation over the
last 20 years has been part-time jobs. This suits many people, but many women and some men
want more hours of work than they are currently being offered.
There is potential to achieve the necessary increase in the labour supply by reversing the decline
in participation by men and further increasing participation for women to levels in other countries.
Improved incentives have been the focus of much past policy debate and initiatives to improve
employment participation. Changes to superannuation arrangements are intended to encourage
older workers to postpone their retirement, but there is doubt about whether these arrangements
will make much difference to age of retirement.
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Government has also sought to tighten eligibility requirements for some groups of social security
recipients so that they are under more pressure to look for work. In principle this notion of mutual
responsibility can be useful. However, Australia is short of skilled labour, not unskilled labour. The
fall in employment participation is mainly concentrated among unskilled people whose job
opportunities have declined, so the priority should be to improve their opportunities rather than
spend huge amounts of money to improve incentives, most of often for people who are already
fully employed.
There is also a longer-term need for continuing education so that people who are currently
employed can adapt to the inevitable future changes in technology. As a preventative measure we
will need to provide life-long learning for people so that we do not risk the next generation leaving
the workforce prematurely as has happened over the last thirty years.
This additional training will need to focus principally on:

•

Re-entrant training that targets people who are currently unemployed or not in the labour
force;

•

Continuing training (life-long learning) that targets people who are already employed, to
enable them to maintain and upgrade their skills to meet the challenges posed by technical
and structural change. This continuing training will help prevent a repetition of the
experience of the last couple of decades, with falling employment participation being
caused by older workers dropping out of the labour force as their skills became out-dated;
and

•

Refresher training that targets people who are not fully using their qualifications, to enable
them to maintain their skills and move to jobs that make better use of their qualifications.

In the long run, because employment and GDP are so much higher, the additional training largely
pays for itself. Thus Access Economics projects that GDP in real terms would be 2% higher by
2010 and 12% higher by 2025, if employment and GDP rose as projected as a result of the
additional training.
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This in turn means that the cost of VET would then rise only slightly from 0.5% of GDP today to
0.6% of GDP in 2025, even after allowing for the cost of training to rise faster than prices in
general. Most importantly this extra GDP should generate substantial extra tax revenue.
A very significant increase in education and training will be required. In addition, the type of
training will need to change. Life-long learning will need to become the norm and not the
exception. People need to be trained so that they can adapt to continuing change. Investing in
peoples’ skills to increase employment participation is vital if we are to avoid the future budget
problems that could otherwise result from an ageing society. It also offers the best hope of
preserving Australia’s egalitarian traditions.
Michael Keating delivered the opening address at the Monash University-ACER Centre for the
Economics of Education and Training (CEET) held in Melbourne on Friday 3 November. This year's
theme was Australian Education and Training: New Policies. For further information, including Mr
Keating's presentation, is available on the CEET website.
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Centre for Professional Learning Courses gain University Accreditation
Deakin University recently formally accredited several of the multi-day ACER PLUS programs
offered by ACER's Centre for Professional Learning. These programs offer participants the
opportunity to complete externally examined assessment in order to gain credit points toward
enrolment into Deakin University’s Bachelor of Education – Fourth Year, or Graduate Certificate of
Education (Professional Development) course.
It is hoped that several more courses will be accredited in the coming months and be expanded to
accreditation from several other Tertiary Institutions. More information about ACER PLUS programs
are available on the Centre for Professional Learning section of the ACER website.

Research Developments issue 16 now available online
The latest edition of ACER's newsletter, Research Developments, issue 16, Summer 2006 is now
available online. Print copies will be available in early December. This issue features articles on the
report on options for a single national Year 12 certificate - an Australian Certificate of Education,
the importance of developing pre-literacy skills or reading 'readiness' in young children before they
begin school, a report on a study for Teaching Australia to investigate standards for school
leadership and a summary of issues discussed at ACER's recent Research Conference on Boosting
Science Learning. To read the newsletter online or request a print copy, visit the Research
Developments website.
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Evaluation of the Victorian Literacy Improvement Teams Initiative 2007-08
ACER was recently awarded a project with the Victorian Department of Education and Training to
evaluate the Literacy Improvement Teams initiative. The initiative will be implemented during
2007 and 2008. The ACER evaluation commenced in November 2006 and will be completed in
December 2008.
The objective of the DE&T Literacy Improvement Teams initiative is to build capacity in leaders
and teachers in schools to strengthen the quality of literacy teaching-learning relationships. The
initiative provides for the employment of an additional 45 equivalent full time (EFT) trained
Literacy Specialists to coach and mentor teachers of Years 3-8 students who are not achieving
expected outcomes in literacy. The Literacy Specialists will work in approximately 160 identified
primary and secondary schools in 2007 and 2008.
The evaluation will focus on a number of key questions, for example, to what extent have the
Literacy Specialists impacted on students’ literacy outcomes in participating schools?
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